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RURAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVE 
 
 
The need to develop Maine's rural economies has been recognized for years, and over 
time, numerous organizations and interests have directed their energies on this 
challenging task with varying degrees of success. Today it is apparent that, to see 
meaningful results, a concerted, multi-faceted economic development effort will be 
required. Such an effort will be founded upon the research and planning accomplished 
through several initiatives: 
STATE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIC PLAN. Maine's 23-
part Economic Development Strategic Plan focuses on several areas critical to 
or directly related to rural development: 
TARGETED AREAS: 
Cultivate Emerging Industries: This section of the Strategic Plan 
includes the development of the software, marine 
sciences, insurance and financial services, 
and retirement industries, all of which lend themselves to, and 
can support rural economic development. Software developers 
and retirees can locate virtually anywhere, and many seek the 
quality of life that rural Maine offers. Most of Maine's marine 
sciences and aquaculture industry is located in rural coastal 
regions, and any future development of this sector will necessarily 
occur there. Like software developers, the insurance and financial 
services sector, especially with respect to its back office and call 
center operations, can locate virtually anywhere that a suitable 
work force and telecommunications infrastructure exists. 
Support Broad Sectors: Among others, the Strategic Plan calls for 
a specific focus on the tourism and small businesssectors, both 
of which are (or could be) cornerstones for many of Maine's rural 
regional economies. Much of Maine's tourism industry is based 
upon assets found in the more rural areas, yet the capacity remains 
for further development. The Strategic Plan attempts to take 
advantage of this natural draw, which directs itself almost 
automatically to those areas most in need. Further, rural 
economies are based primarily upon small businesses, which in 
many areas may not have adequate access to the types of support 
resources that are available in the more populated regions of the 
state. Overall, meaningful business development in rural Maine 
will occur through the startup and expansion of small businesses. 
Attract: A broad industry sector that holds significant potential for 
rural Maine is that comprised of telecommunications intensive 
and back office businesses. As noted previously, these businesses 
can locate virtually anywhere, and are most dependent upon an 
affordable, skilled and productive work force, and dependable, 
high quality telecommunications infrastructure. Maine generally 
fulfills both of these requirements, and in many cases the most 
suitable locations are rural. 
MARKETS: 
Identify new and emerging markets for natural resources. While 
forest products are the largest contributor to Maine's gross state 
product, significant potential remains for the development of this 
sector, primarily through market development. By broadening and 
deepening the markets for Maine's natural resource-based 
products, more opportunity is created for adding value before the 
resources leave the state. It is through this adding of value that 
high quality jobs derive, and as it happens, most of these occur in 
the more rural regions. 
INFRASTRUCTURE: 
Efforts at boosting Maine's rural economies will be pointless if the 
infrastructure necessary to move products (including voice and 
data) is not accessible and efficient. The Three Port Strategy is a 
long term attempt to address this issue. Tied with this is the 
Strategic Plan imperative to continuously improve the highway, 
air and rail systems which are (or would be) the critical links 
bringing people, raw materials and finished products into and out 
of the rural regions. 
MAINE ECONOMIC GROWTH COUNCIL. The Maine Economic Growth 
Council was created by the Maine Legislature in 1994, and charged with 
developing a vision for Maine's economic future and establishing 
measurements for the achievement of that vision. The Council adopted four 
goals which are directly related to rural economic development: 
Goal: Among Maine families and regions, disparities in income and 
opportunity will be continually reduced. 
Goal: Maine citizens will have ever-increasing opportunities for 
employment that provides a livable wage. 
Goal: Maine's transportation and telecommunications infrastructure will 
support economic growth by being modern and continually improved. 
Goal: Maine will increase niche marketing, recreational opportunities, 
and value added approaches for better utilization and conservation of 
natural resources. 
TASK FORCE TO STUDY EQUAL ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY FOR 
ALL AREAS OF THE STATE. Private and Special Laws of 1997, Chapter 
51, established the task force to examine the causes of unequal economic 
growth in certain regions of the state, and recommend strategies to reduce the 
disparity in employment opportunity (and quality) between rural and urban 
Maine. Chaired by Representative Marc Vigue of Winslow, the task force has 
focused primarily on northern, eastern and western Maine, and held public 
forums in Presque Isle, Machias and Farmington to receive input from citizens, 
business owners, economic developers and public officials. While the task 
force's report is in draft form at this writing, it considers, and will make 
recommendations on a number of important issues, including: 
o The establishment of a permanent economic opportunity advisory 
committee to monitor progress and make further recommendations with 
respect to rural economic growth issues; 
o Transportation infrastructure, including the adequacy of highways, 
ports, rail systems and airports within, and leading to Maine's rural 
regions; 
o Telecommunications infrastructure, focusing on ensuring that high 
quality, state-of-the-art service is provided to rural areas, and at a 
equitable cost; 
o Business development, including measures to assist in attracting new 
businesses and facilitating the growth of existing firms; 
o State and regional efforts to facilitate remedial economic growth in 
rural areas, to possibly include new incentives, program coordination, 
tourism promotion and marketing resources. 
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT TASK FORCE / MAINE SCIENCE 
AND TECHNOLOGY FOUNDATION. The State's Science and Technology 
Action Plan is a model for the growth of Maine's economy in the 
manufacturing and service sectors, focusing primarily on forestry, agriculture 
and natural resources. The Plan calls for: 
o Directing resources to those areas of the science and technology 
"pipeline" that will be stimulated through investments in research and 
development; 
o Establishing a "set aside" of research and development resources, to be 
directed specifically to Maine's rural (northern, eastern and western) 
counties; 
o Creating a "High Technology Corridor" that links the state via its various 
economic strengths. 
_____________________________ 
 
Based upon these planning efforts, a number of initiatives are currently underway, 
focused specifically at reducing the economic disparities that exist between rural and 
urban Maine: 
1998 Regional Conferences on Small Business. 
Building on the momentum from last September's second annual Blaine 
House Conference on Small Business, which attracted 1,800 people, the 
Plus 1 Campaign will reach out to small businesses across the state in 
1998. Beginning in May, the Department of Economic and Community 
Development will host up to eight Regional Conferences on Small 
Business, at least half of which will be conducted in rural locations 
throughout the state. Regional conferences will be conducted from 
Aroostook County to York County and from Washington County to the 
Western Mountains. At each regional conference, small businesses will 
have the opportunity to network with their peers and improve their 
knowledge base and skills. The regional conferences will also provide 
small businesses with an opportunity to connect with state government 
and other public and private resource agencies that will be in attendance. 
Employment Tax Increment Financing (ETIF). 
ETIF is a State program that helps expanding and relocating businesses 
create high quality jobs by returning a percentage of their new 
employee's state income taxes to assist with project financing. Qualified 
businesses in areas of average or lower unemployment are eligible to 
receive a 30% reimbursement, while those in areas of above average 
unemployment may receive 50%. The Department of Economic and 
Community Development has recently introduced a bill in the 
Legislature which increases the percentage of reimbursement to 75% in 
areas where the unemployment rate is greater than twice the state 
average. This additional level of State support for business expansions 
will provide a strong incentive for locating them in Maine's most needy 
rural regions. 
Mature and Dominant Industries Program. 
Many of Maine's rural communities are centered around older, 
traditional industries that are losing ground to overseas and out-of-state 
competition. All too often these communities are dependent upon a 
single business which, if lost, devastates the local economy. Similar to 
the department's successful defense economic conversion effort of prior 
years, this program would focus on supporting communities at risk due 
to their mature economic base. The Department of Economic and 
Community Development has been awarded a $250,000 grant from the 
Economic Development Administration for this purpose, and expects to 
launch the program through regional economic development 
organizations in March of this year. 
The EDA grant requires matching funds of approximately $100,000, 
which the department has identified within its Economic Opportunity 
Fund. The department has presented a bill to the Legislature requesting a 
temporary statutory change to allow the use of these funds for this 
purpose. 
Maine's Science and Technology Action Plan. 
Increasing the productivity of Maine's small, rural manufacturers is a 
focus of the Maine Science and Technology Foundation's Manufacturing 
Extension Program. Manufacturers with under 20 employees comprise 
80% of Maine's 2400 manufacturers. Regional outreach through 
additional field engineers working with regional economic development 
agencies helps these companies identify changes to their operations to 
improve their bottom lines through advice in areas such as inventory 
control, business counseling, environmental improvements, marketing, 
or shop floor design. In the last year, the state realized $20 in benefit for 
each $1 it invested in the Maine MEP program. 
Eliminating distance barriers through on-line connectivity will be 
accomplished through several science and technology initiatives: 
 Maine School Library Network year two training for teachers and 
librarians will bring classrooms and libraries to the resources of 
the Internet; 
 Companies in rural Maine will share voice and visual 
conferencing through a network of sites at regional development 
agencies, bringing state resources for productivity and 
commercialization without added manpower or facilities; 
 Fourteen marine research institutions located across Maine will 
share high speed data transfer, remote operation of shared 
equipment and conferencing capability through high speed 
connectivity; and, 
 Emerging businesses will access "angel" investors through the 
SBA's national ACENet through an office at the Maine Science 
and Technology Foundation. 
Increased Access to Capital Through the Community Development Block 
Grant Program. 
While rural businesses depend significantly upon financing delivered 
through Maine's various regional economic development organizations, 
funds available for such purposes are becoming increasingly scarce due 
to high demand. To address this need, the Department of Economic and 
Community Development will work with the federal Department of 
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to utilize its loan guarantee 
authority to borrow additional funds at low interest rates. These funds 
will then be re-loaned to qualified regional economic development 
organizations to recapitalize their revolving loan funds in rural areas. 
This leveraging mechanism will make millions of dollars of additional 
capital available in high need areas. 
Natural Gas Pipeline Investments. 
The State has potential to receive incremental tax revenues from those 
portions of proposed natural gas pipelines that would pass through 
Maine's unorganized territories from Quebec and Nova Scotia. While the 
advent of natural gas in itself presents a significant benefit to Maine, 
those incremental State tax revenues, (estimated at approximately 
$600,000 per year based upon investment cost), may be especially 
valuable if dedicated to improving rural economies. The Administration 
will work with the Legislature to further investigate mechanisms through 
which this might be accomplished, and what types of rural economic 
development projects it would support. 
Washington County Coordinated Economic Development Initiative. 
In 1996 the State began a pilot project that focused a wide variety of 
economic development resources towards meeting the unique needs of 
Washington County, where the unemployment rate was in double digits. 
This effort, coordinated by the State Planning Office, was based upon 
the development of honest working relationships with the people of the 
region, providing better access to state government and making focused 
financial investments. Specific activities and results related to this effort 
include: 
 The establishment of a strong partnership between the State 
Planning Office and the Sunrise County Economic Council 
(SCEC) of Machias, to build the long term economic development 
capacity of Washington County. This partnership has emboldened 
the SCEC to begin a $1 million endowment drive, which is now 
25% complete. 
 The State expenditures in Washington County over recent years 
have totaled well over $20 million, including multi-million dollar 
investments in the new Port of Eastport, reconstruction of Route 
9, and in the economy and infrastructure of numerous 
communities. 
 Through its Maine Coastal Program, the State Planning Office has 
invested $350,000 in Washington County since 1996. Promising 
areas of investment include the cranberry industry, tourism and 
marine\maritime development. Some notable results include: 
 Cherryfield Foods planned construction of 900 acres of 
cranberry beds (and, as important, small growers in the 
County having built 35 acres of new cranberry beds); 
 Atlantic Salmon of Maine's new processing plant in 
Machiasport which added 30 jobs; and, 
 Port of Eastport adding 10 new jobs. 
 Destiny 2000: a Downeast sustainable tourism strategy under 
development by a group of people from Hancock and Washington 
Counties, with the objective of enhancing opportunities for 
tourism while conserving cultural and natural resources. 
 The SCEC recently commissioned "Cultivating Jobs from the Sea 
in Washington County" to develop strategies that encourage the 
growth of targeted sectors of Washington County's marine 
economy. These sectors include: Fish Processing, Aquaculture 
Support Services, Wild & Cultured Shellfish, Marine Engineering 
& Fabrication, Marine Biotechnology, and Marine Research 
Conferences and Institutes. Harvesters, aquaculturists, and 
business people in Washington County are already putting these 
strategies to work. 
1998 Bond Request. 
The Administration's 1998 bond request will include several elements 
critical to rural economic development in Maine, including funding for: 
Transportation 
 Road improvements throughout rural Maine; 
 Expansion of the Mack Point facility to accommodate increased 
traffic; 
 Improvements to rail facilities throughout rural Maine; and, 
 Airport safety improvements. 
Environment 
 Assistance to rural municipalities for drinking water supply and 
wastewater treatment projects; 
 Closure of landfills; and 
 Disposal of tire stockpiles. 
Science and Technology 
 Investments in the University system to expand research and 
development in the areas of agriculture, forestry and aquaculture; 
 Assistance to nonprofit laboratories throughout Maine for the 
creation of new medicines from the sea; and, 
 Other biotechnology applications. 
FastTrac® Program 
The Rural Development Administration, with assistance from 
Congressman John Baldacci and the Kaufman Foundation of Kansas 
City, Missouri, have announced the awarding of grants to the Heart of 
Maine Resource Conservation and Development Area in partnership 
with the Center for Entrepreneurship and Small Business at the 
University of Southern Maine for their proposal to provide small 
business education in Maine. Using Kaufman's FastTrac® curriculum, 
these partners will teach aspiring entrepreneurs the principles necessary 
for validating worthy business ideas and will also guide existing small 
business operators through the process of creating a business plan for 
expansion which can be presented to potential lenders. In the next year 
the Heart of Maine and the Center for Entrepreneurship and Small 
Business, with assistance from statewide and local community 
coalitions, will offer small business education in rural communities in 
ten counties. Small business education is one of the foundations of 
economic development in rural Maine -- it supports the Plus 1 program, 
protects property values and is essential for increasing economic 
opportunities. 
University of Maine System's Greater Maine Initiative. 
The Greater Maine Initiative is designed to be a flexible and innovative 
program using the resources of the University of Maine and other 
universities to promote economic development in eastern, western and 
northern Maine. Specifically, the University of Maine and its campuses 
in Machias, Presque Isle, and Fort Kent will strategically partner with 
regional organizations (such as the Eastern and Northern Maine 
Development Corporations) throughout rural Maine, to build on each 
organization's strengths and to leverage all possible resources to meet 
their special challenges. This public/private partnership will respond to, 
and focus on the needs identified by local organizations. By using 
university assets, community resources and state and federal grant funds, 
this initiative plans to identify sound economic opportunities that will 
strengthen local economies and ultimately raise overall family income 
levels. Opportunities already identified for this initiative include: 
 Telecommunications infrastructure; 
 Value added food processing; 
 Cultural tourism; 
 Home-based business and entrepreneurship; and, 
 Trade area analyses. 
Washington County Welfare-To-Work Pilot Project. 
In 1997 the Legislature established the Quality Employment and 
Business Ownership Opportunities Program to provide job development 
and entrepreneurial opportunities for individuals receiving benefits under 
the Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF) program. The program, 
which is jointly administered by the Department of Human Services and 
the Department of Economic and Community Development, has issued a 
$300,000 (DHS federal funds) request for proposals for Community 
Action Program (CAP) or other development agencies to establish a pilot 
business ownership project in Washington County. The selected agency 
will establish a two year program to deliver counseling, support and 
other assistance to qualified individuals seeking to own their own 
businesses. It is expected that the contract will be awarded and the 
program launched in April of 1998. 
Plus 1 Web Site. 
The newly on-line Plus 1 Web Site utilizes information technology to 
link Maine small businesses with one another, and with state, federal 
local business assistance organizations, regardless of their location in the 
state. Current features include: 
 Online forums for the discussion of important business topics; 
 Small business news; 
 Calendar of statewide conferences, seminars, training 
opportunities and business events; and, 
 Comprehensive listings of business support resources. 
Planned enhancements to the site include the creation of additional links 
to agencies and businesses, regular calendar updates, upgrading the 
interactive capacity of the online forums, and the addition of the 
Department of Economic and Community Development's publication, "A 
Guide to Doing Business in Maine." 
Rural Business Development Projects. 
While the economic challenges facing rural Maine are significant, many 
businesses continue to find excellent opportunities in these areas. The 
task for the State of Maine, rural counties, communities and regional 
economic development organizations is to broaden and accelerate the 
business development activities that will make a material difference in 
their overall economic performance. The following are examples of 
notable development projects that have occurred, or were committed to, 
in rural Maine in 1997: 
County:  Aroostook County 
Community: Fort Kent 
Company: Kent Textiles 
Retained Jobs: 150 
 
County:  Kennebec 
Community: Clinton 
Company: Cooper-Weymouth, Peterson  (manufacturer of 
industrial machines) 
New Jobs: 50 
 
County:  Waldo 
Community: Belfast 
Company: Creative Apparel 
New Jobs: 40 
 
County:  Hancock 
Community: Trenton 
Company: Display Concepts 
New Jobs: 20 
 
County:  Penobscot 
Community: Indian Island 
Company: Harmon Industries 
New Jobs: 50 
 
County:  Oxford 
Community: Oxford 
Company: ICT Group  (information processing - outbound 
telemarketing) 
New Jobs: 250 
 
County:  Washington 
Community: Milbridge 
Company: Lawrence Ray Fishin 
New Jobs: 20 
 
County:  Aroostook 
Community: Caribou 
Company: Maine Frozen Foods 
New Jobs: 35 
 
County:  Franklin 
Community: Farmington 
Company: Manufacturing and Technological Industries, 
Inc. 
New Jobs: 18 
 
County:  Oxford 
Community: Norway 
Company: New Balance Athletic Shoe 
New Jobs: 200 
 
County:  Aroostook 
Community: Caribou 
Company: Val D'Amour Fab. USA 
New Jobs: 35 
 
County:  Aroostook 
Community: Limestone/Loring Commerce Center 
Company: Sitel 
New Jobs: 350 
 
County:  Aroostook 
Community: Presque Isle 
Company: MBNA New England, Inc. 
New Jobs: 300 
 
